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Abstract 
 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become an increasingly significant phenomenon in 
Australia and around the world. This study offers a singularly unique addition to the body of 
literature to date by framing CSR as an emerging industry in its own right, rather than merely 
a concept for definitional debate or a firm-level marketing strategy. Endorsers of CSR 
practices, products and services are identified through document review, with findings 
presented in a classification scheme of ‘key actors’ within the Australian CSR industry. 
Implications for the legitimacy the CSR industry and the ways in which industry reputation is 
being socially constructed by these actors are addressed. The paper concludes with 
recommendations for further research based on these preliminary findings.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become an increasingly significant phenomenon in 
Australia and around the world. While extensive investigation has ensued into what CSR 
entails (De Bakker, Groenewegen, & Den Hond, 2005) and opportunities for practitioners to 
gain marketing mileage from the concept (Arthur D Little Ltd & BITC, 2003), very little 
attention has been devoted toward understanding the processes which surround this 
contentious social construction (Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Walsh, Weber, & Margolis, 2003). 
This study offers a singularly unique addition to the body of literature to date, by framing 
CSR as an emerging industry in its own right, rather than merely a concept for definitional 
debate or a firm-level marketing strategy. The CSR industry can be seen as incorporating all 
CSR-related product and service providers which enable organisations to implement their 
CSR policies. Such providers may include: independent CSR advisory and assurance services, 
in-house corporate and government CSR departments; research centres providing consultancy 
services; third-sector organisations offering CSR facilitation; peak CSR bodies providing 
workshops and conferences; and so on.  
 
As a preliminary step towards investigating the emerging CSR industry in Australia, this 
study identifies the endorsers of CSR practices, products and services. Through document 
analysis, findings are presented in a classification scheme of ‘key actors within the Australian 
CSR industry’. Links to industry reputation and legitimacy are drawn, with the discussion 
centring on implications for both the continuance of the industry and the CSR concept.  
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Background 
 
CSR 
 
The beginnings of modern corporate social responsibility can be traced back to the 1920s  (R. 
C. Hoffman, 2007).  The concept rose into the public domain during the mid 20th century and 
has gained increasing attention over the past two decades (De Bakker et al., 2005; Margolis & 
Walsh, 2003; Walsh et al., 2003). The last five years have seen particularly strong triggers, 
such as the introduction of the Global Reporting Initiative in 2002 (GRI, 2007) and the United 
Nations Global Compact in 2000 (UN Global Compact, 2007).  
 
CSR has endured a long history of definitional debate (Ullmann, 1985) & evolution in related 
terminology (Mohan, 2003) however CSR remains one of the most widely recognised 
concepts (De Bakker et al., 2005). Contributors to the CSR debate generally sit somewhere 
between Friedman’s (1992) profit maximisation credo at one end of the spectrum, and at the 
other, Carroll’s (1979) more liberal view of not only economic and legal, but also ethical and 
discretionary corporate responsibilities. The concept has enjoyed an exponential increase in 
research into the field over the past 50 years (De Bakker et al., 2005). As stated by Mintzberg, 
Simons, & Basu (2002, 69), ‘Corporations are economic entities, to be sure, but they are also 
social institutions that must justify their existence by their overall contribution to society.’ 
The concept of corporate social performance forms an ‘umbrella’ concept for CSR (Carroll, 
1999) and can be defined as: 
A business organization’s configuration of principles of social responsibility, 
processes of social responsiveness, and policies, programs, and observable 
outcomes as they relate to the firm’s societal relationships (Wood, 1991, 
693). 
 
There is limited literature on CSR specifically targeting the Australian context. The literature 
that does, tends to focus on what CSR entails and how it may be executed. In terms of the 
‘what’ of CSR, there is a notable emphasis on the concept of corporate citizenship (Batten & 
Birch, 2005; Birch & Littlewood, 2004; Kusku & Zarkada-Fraser, 2004; Lucas, 2004; 
Phillips, 2005). The ‘how’ of CSR has been addressed primarily through investigations into 
social and environmental reporting (Adams & Zutshi, 2004; Boele & Kemp, 2005; Deegan & 
Gordon, 1996; Frost, Jones, Loftus, & Laan, 2005; Golob & Bartlett, 2007; Herbohn, 2005; 
Trotman & Bradley, 1981), with case studies also addressing issues of implementation 
(Black, 2006; Brown, 2006; Redmond, 2005).  
 
Australian studies into CSR tend to employ stakeholder theory (Foster & Jonker, 2005; 
Galbreath, 2006; Griffiths, 2007; Kimber & Lipton, 2005; Zappala, 2004), which fails to 
address macro processes and conditions surrounding CSR. This is reflected in broader CSR 
literature (Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Walsh et al., 2003), however some recent studies have 
begun to investigate processes and conditions surrounding CSR (Aguilera, Rupp, Williams, & 
Ganapathi, 2007; Campbell, 2006, 2007; Marquis, Glynn, & Davis, 2007). Of those studies 
that do, in fact, investigate CSR from an institutional perspective, this is done at the 
organisational level of analysis (Boxenbaum, 2006; Campbell, 2006; Egels-Zandén & 
Wahlqvist, 2007; A. J. Hoffman, 2001; Yamak & Süer, 2005). This study takes a less 
common road, employing an industry level of analysis. 
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Industry 
 
Employing an industry level of analysis within institutional studies is recommended by key 
theorists in the field, as it is within such boundaries that institutional pressures are most 
keenly felt (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott & Meyer, 1983). An industry may emerge from 
what DiMaggio and Powell (1983, 148) describe as an ‘organisational field’:  
‘…those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of 
institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory 
agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or products’.  
Organisational fields – a key development in institutional theory (DiMaggio, 1986; Scott, 
1991), are socially constructed through ‘a shared industry model that defines typical 
organisational forms within a field’ (Porac, Thomas, & Baden-Fuller, 1989; Porac, Thomas, 
Wilson, Paton, & Kanfer, 1995). DiMaggio (1991, 267) describes an industry as ‘a collective 
definition of a set of organizations…of formal and informal networks…, and of organizations 
committed to supporting, policing, or setting policy toward the “industry”’. Various views of 
an organisational field and legitimacy expectations within that field are perpetuated by a range 
of actors. 
 
Very few studies investigate emerging industries using an institutional framework. A rare 
example of such a study is provided by Clegg, Rhodes, & Kornberger (2007), who use 
institutional theory to investigate organizational identity within the business coaching industry 
in Australia. Using this theory, they explicate the legitimacy-seeking process experienced in 
fledgling industries. Another example is provided by Déjean, Gond, & Leca (2004), who 
investigate the effect of institutional entrepreneurs and measurement tools on the legitimacy 
of emerging industries. 
 
Legitimacy 
 
The fledgling Australian CSR industry, by nature of its early developmental stage, is in need 
of legitimacy. Aldrich & Fiol (1994) note that the survival of an industry depends not  only on 
size, but also legitimacy. Legitimacy results from the ‘institutional nexus’ formed through a 
combination of typified ‘actors’, ‘actions’ and ‘situations’ (Weber & Glynn, 2007, 1645). 
This study identifies the first of these three components: key actors influencing the legitimacy 
of the CSR industry. Legitimacy is a central concept within organization theory and can be 
defined as ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, 574).  
 
Actors 
 
As previously noted, legitimacy is built, in part, by actors. The notion of actors is similar to 
that of stakeholders - ‘those who have power and legitimacy, not just a passing interest’ 
(Stuart & Muzellec, 2004, 280). Particularly innovative and influential actors have been 
described as ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ (DiMaggio, 1988) – actors with ‘the ability to 
motivate cooperation of other actors by providing them with common meanings and 
identities’ (Fligstein, 1997, 397). They play a vital role in increasing industry legitimacy by 
negotiating a collective identity (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994, 645-6) using exceptional persuasive 
and relational skills (Fligstein, 1997). It is such actors as these which are currently shaping, 
and guiding the developmental trajectory of, the CSR industry. Investigation into this 
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emerging (as opposed to well established) industry will glean particularly varied and 
interesting results as innovative actors are more likely and more accepted in these ‘turbulent 
or ill formed’ fields (Fligstein, 1991, 316). The central research question of this study is 
therefore, who are the key actors at play within the emerging Australian CSR industry?  
 
Reputation 
 
CSR, legitimacy and reputation share an intimate relationship. Reputational capital can be 
generated (or depleted) according to corporate behaviour (Fombrun, Gardberg, & Barnett, 
2000), the legitimacy of which is defined by local and global corporate communities 
(Gardberg & Fombrun, 2006). In this way, socially responsible corporate activities can be 
likened to investments such as R&D and advertising (Gardberg & Fombrun, 2006). This 
study investigates the aforementioned relationship at an industry, rather than the more 
common organisational level. The legitimacy of an industry (created, in part, by key actors 
within the field) impacts upon industry reputation, hence chances of survival. It should also be 
noted that organisations and industries have a reciprocal effect on one another; not only do 
organisations influence industry as a whole, but industry also influences the organisations of 
which it is comprised. Thus, industry reputation may be linked back to organisational 
reputations (Ravasi & Fombrun, 2004). This study provides preliminary research into the 
impact of key actors within the Australian CSR industry on industry legitimacy and, 
subsequently, on the reputation of CSR in Australia. 
 
 
Research Context 
 
CSR has become an increasingly powerful phenomenon in Australia. This is reflected in 
studies of CSR in Australia conducted by commercial firms (Baker & McKenzie, 2007; 
KPMG, 2005, 2006), as well as peak and professional bodies (Business Council of Australia, 
2002; Centre for Corporate Public Affairs, 2000; CPA Australia, 2005; Group of 100 Inc., 
2003; Volunteering Australia, 2003). A variety of indices have been developed to evaluate the 
social performance of companies, notably the St James Ethics Centre’s Corporate 
Responsibility Index (introduced in 2003) and the Reputex SR Index (introduced in 2005). An 
Australian CSR Standard (AS 8003 - 2003) has also been developed. In support of all these 
developments, peak and industry bodies such as the Australian Institute of Social and Ethical 
Accountability and Models of Success and Sustainability (MOSS) have emerged.  
 
The governmental response has been one of encouragement, evident in the introduction of the 
Prime Minister’s Business Community Partnership (PMCBP) awards, parliamentary enquiries 
into CSR (Australian Government Corporations and Markets Advisory Committee, 2005; 
Parliamentary Joint Committee on Corporations and Financial Services, 2004) and related 
reports commissioned by government departments (Australian Government Department of 
Family and Community Services, 2005a, 2005b; Australian Government Department of the 
Environment and Heritage, 2005). Meanwhile, the corporate sector has developed CSR 
positions, departments and committees, while also seeking expert advice on CSR strategy 
development from niche CSR consultancies. CSR conferences and events have also become a 
regular occurrence in Australia, reflecting the topical nature of the subject and the wide range 
of actors interested in its development. 
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Method 
 
Exploratory research is undertaken into the emerging CSR industry in Australia through a 
case study approach. Given research into emerging industries is rare, this can be described as 
a ‘revelatory case’ (Yin, 2003, 42). As the first stage of investigation into the CSR industry, 
this study looks to identify the major, albeit diverse, range of actors involved in constructing 
reputation in the CSR industry. A purposive sampling strategy was employed in document 
selection, with 20 government, industry and media reports from the last five years selected for 
review. Reports were identified from a range of sources through the use of CSR resource 
centres, electronic databases and internet search engines. Thus, multiple sources were used to 
triangulate results, thereby increasing reliability. Miles & Huberman’s (1994, 12) framework 
for qualitative data analysis was employed, with data display based on their ‘conceptually 
clustered matrix’ (1994, 127). Analysis wais aided through the NVivo qualitative data 
analysis computer program. 
 
 
Results 
 
Industry players identified resulted in the following classification scheme (see appendix 1): 
 
· Peak & industry bodies 
· CSR advisory and assurance providers  
· Research centres 
· Media 
· Businesses (inc. committees, departments & officers)        
· Third sector organisations  
· Regulatory bodies 
· Federal government (inc. committees, departments & initiatives) 
· State & local governments 
 
 
Discussion 
 
Results of this study are significant in their ability to explicitly demonstrate the influence of a 
variety of actors on the creation of a CSR industry in Australia. CSR can be seen as an 
emerging industry seeking legitimacy and relying on reputation in order to grow and survive. 
Those who communicate the concept of CSR are, in effect, acting as marketers for the CSR 
‘product’. This can take the form of the government stipulating the criteria for best practice in 
its PMCBP awards, consultancies advising on CSR strategy to corporate clients, various 
research organisations disseminating reports and other publications regarding CSR-related 
issues, third sector pressure groups competing for influence through submissions to 
parliamentary inquiries, CSR conferences drawing a range of stakeholders into a collaborative 
information-sharing hub, and so on. Of particular note in this study is the role played by 
institutional entrepreneurs identified throughout the course of data collection. These 
entrepreneurs may range from individual champions, to organisations, to emerging industry 
bodies such as Models of Success and Sustainability (MOSS).  
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Conclusions and Future Research 
 
In summary, this study complements extensive practitioner interest with academic research. It 
contributes to a substantial void in the CSR literature by employing a theoretical approach and 
level of analysis underutilized to this date. By answering the proposed research question, this 
paper addresses the relationship between CSR, legitimacy and reputation: not only do 
corporations have reputations to uphold, but so does the industry of CSR-related services 
itself. This begs the question; to what extent are the activities of the CSR industry legitimate – 
that is, seen as acceptable and appropriate according to Australians? Is there a consensus 
surrounding CSR products, practices and services? Furthermore, how are industry activities 
being marketed to the wider community and who is shaping this? Clearly, this study 
represents a very preliminary step toward understanding CSR as an industry. These findings 
should be used to structure further research into the impact of various actors and typical 
products, practices and services that characterise the CSR industry. Such investigation will 
provide insight into the development of the CSR concept in Australia, ramifications for the 
adoption of CSR practices within corporate Australia, and the long term direction and survival 
of the CSR industry as a whole.  
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APPENDIX 1: Classification of key actors within the Australian CSR industry. 
 
 
 
 
 
Peak & 
industry 
bodies 
CSR 
consultants 
 
Research 
centres 
 
Media 
Businesses 
 
State & local 
governments 
Federal 
government  
Third sector 
organisations  
Regulatory 
bodies 
 
Key Actors 
within the 
Australian CSR 
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